L
ibrarianship is going gray. A 1999 Readex survey, drawing from the same year's ALA Survey of Librarian Salaries, tells us that 45 percent of responding librarians were between 45 and 54 years old. Only 13 percent were younger than 35 years old, which puts Annie (33) and me (29) in the minority camp. And while it's not the years in your life that count so much as the life in your years, it's been interesting for us to compare notes on starting our careers at the University of Oregon. There are some small but noticeable differences between our generation of librarians (we are both 2002 MLIS graduates) and the librarians who are mentoring us. Our mentors may default to print more often than we do, while we turn first to electronic resources, or even the Web. They know bushels about the history of the library, the university, the publishers, our vendors. We know XML. They pick up the phone or type an e-mail. We chat.
Well, actually, some of our most senior reference librarians chat, and we've been known to use a telephone now and then. So the distinctions aren't really that clear. But online chatting (and text messaging, the analogous form of communication on cell phones and PDAs) is widely considered the hallmark of gadget-loving, techsavvy, attention-deficient Generation Y-ers, and to a certain extent, this perception may be fair. Online chatting, or instant messaging, as it's also called, evolved in tandem with online bulletin boards, discussion groups, and listservs. Chatting is still a favorite means of communication for millions of college students and their party planners. It's instantaneous, highly informal, and most of the time it requires little to no intellectual investment. It's electronic gossip. A typical workplace chat message is a one-liner fired off to a colleague in the middle of the day, commenting on a problem or asking for some feedback. (I just sent a chat message to Annie, asking how old she is, because I needed to know for this article and couldn't remember.) A typical recreational chat session is a virtual kaffeeklatsch, during which the conversation may range from international politics to recipes for crème bruleé, and during which any or all participants may be doing several other things at once.
Resistance may not be exactly futile, but chat and similar technologies are here to stay. And there's no disputing chat's usefulness. When one of us worked at a dot-com, our computer screens were visible to all and we had little privacychatting was the fastest, most private way to discuss important things like why the CEO was selling stock during a supposed blackout period. In a high-tech courtroom where a friend worked, the judge maintained a chat session with her clerk throughout a trial. The clerk was able to ask the judge procedural questions as the trial was going on, taking advantage of the instantaneous and relatively unobtrusive nature of chatting. Librarians in small institutions may find chat a cheap or even free way of providing digital reference service. And if you use software that permits more than two people to chat at the same time, the difference between e-mail (quick) and chat (instant) suddenly makes virtual meetings a workable reality.
Obviously, chat has both potential benefits and drawbacks. Regardless, it's finding its way into workplaces and universities from the ground up, and we're better off knowing what it is and how our patrons are using it, than we are sticking our heads in the sand. So, in the spirit of eager techie catholicism that is one of the best qualities of Generation Y, Annie and I offer you a highly informal Hitchhiker's Guide to Chat. 
ICQ History Log

Annotation
Both Annie and I let our typos remain in this chat's transcript to give a better sense of how rapid and informal the exchange tends to be (and how much interpretation can be required). 
ICQ provides audio alerts when another chatter sends you a message.
O R E G O N L I B R A R Y A S S O C I A T I O N
you see... so you know they are on the same page you are. kmunro 3:36 PM yes, exactly, getting the student lead the safari is a much better mode. kmunro 3:36 PM on the bright side, you can do things like paste in the lexis disclaimer: kmunro 3:36 PM Access to certain freelance articles and other features within this publication (i.e. photographs, classifieds, etc...) may not be available. kmunro 3:36 PM easy-peasy. zed 3:36 PM we are also using a lot more complete sentences and grammar than most folks. kmunro 3:37 PM plus, our speling is beter.
*GIGGLING* kmunro 3:37 PM but chat can be fun adn useful for librarians to do P2P as well. zed 3:37 PM is P2P different from f2f? kmunro 3:37 PM not just as a teaching or reference tool, but as peer support. 
Annotation
Chat slang for "Lots of Laughs" or "Laughing Out Loud," meaning the chatter is amused.
There are a variety of ways of sending folks your contact information. Chat software makes it easy to exchange the numbers and screen names of friends. Some people even put this information on their business cards-both the paper and electronic PDA versions.
